The Mexican Blindcat Project: new discoveries and future efforts by Gluesenkamp, Andrew et al.
The Mexican Blindcat Project 
new discoveries and future efforts
Andrew Gluesenkamp1, Dean Hendrickson2, and Peter Sprouse3
• Background and History
• Survey Efforts
• Distribution
• Threats and Protection
• Prietella in Texas
• Amistad NRA Project
• Zoo Efforts
• eDNA
• Future Research Efforts
Prietella Background
• Obligate stygobite (eyeless and depigmented)
• One of 4 stygobitic Ictalurid species (in 3 genera) endemic to North American karst aquifers that feed rivers 
from San Antonio (Texas, USA) to Río Pánuco (Tamaulipas, México)
• First collected in 1952 and described by Carranza (1954).  
• Sporadic survey efforts over the past four decades have resulted in significant expansion of known range.
• 12 known localities in Coahuila (Hendrickson et al., 2001)
• Occurs in caves and wells in the Rio Bravo drainage but not abundant.  Deep caves with intermittent streams.
• Listed as federally endangered in both México and USA
• Carranza 1952 – 1 locality, 66 
specimens in 2 days trapping
• 1961, 1969, 1984 – various single 
specimens from type locality
• 1986 – TCWC (A&M) – El Socavón, 
very near type locality – 1 
specimen
• 1986 – TNHC (UT) – 1 specimen 
from Ojo Yermo, 48 km N of type 
locality
• 1992 – Sotano de Amezcua
specimens to TNHC
• Hendrickson et al. fieldwork in 
1993, 1994, 1996‐7 – Captive 
stock in Hendrickson lab
• Hendrickson, Krejca, Rodríguez 
Martinez, 2001.
• Hendrickson, et al. visited over 
50 sites, including most 
previously known sites.
• They provided information on 
range, habitat, geology, water 
chemistry, and associated 
species.
• Population estimates at a 
single site were based on M-
RC.
• Laboratory studies included 
diet, parasitology, sensory 
biology, behavior, 
reproduction, and 
systematics.

Florida Museum of Natural History
Hendrickson, et al. (2001)

• Prietella phreatophila (Coahuila) & P. lundbergi (Tamaulipas) 
are distant relatives and Prietella is not monophyletic. 
• P. phreatophila derived from an Ameiurus and P. lundbergi from 
Ictalurus.
• Formerly, morphology placed Prietella sister to Noturus.
• All Coahuila specimens represent a single species.
• Arce-H., et al (2016) placed all four troglobitic ictalurid species 
as sister taxa.  But, morphology can lie in the dark…
Northeast Coahuila aquifer system
• Extensive confined aquifer zone is primary regional water 
supply.
• Significant recharge occurs in upland areas.
• Balance between upland and drainage channel recharge is 
undetermined.
• Flow paths and sources of springs are still unknown, yet 
exploitation of the aquifer is increasing rapidly. 
Threats
• Edwards-Trinity aquifer is the primary water source for the City of Del 
Rio and is threatened by water speculation.
• Socavón (Múzquiz water supply) has stopped flowing in recent years.  
Most historic sites impacted or dry.
• Cd. Acuña – Piedras Negras – Monclova areas are growing rapidly and 
adding industry.
• Coal mining and fracking are expanding in both Texas and Mexico.
• Agriculture 
• Increased risk of contamination from extensive new oil and gas 
development and pipelines.

Protection
• Listed as endangered in both México and U.S.
• Some shared aquifers are now acknowledged and are jointly managed by 
both countries.
• Texas blindcat population in NPS Recreation Area and much of the 
southern range is now within a federal reserve (Área de Protección de 
Recursos Naturales Sabinas).
• Efforts are underway to establish captive breeding population.
“Blind Catfish Discovery in Texas Suggests 
Underground Link With Mexico” –Time.com
“The geology told us they should be there,” Hendrickson said. “We figured one day we would find 
them, and sure enough, we did. It just took a long time.” –National Parks Magazine
Prietella in Texas
• Prietella phreatophila were observed in a cave in the Amistad National 
Recreation Area, Val Verde Co., Texas in 2015.
• Three individuals were collected in 2016.
• A single individual remains in captivity at the San Antonio Zoo, along with 
two individuals collected in Mexico 20 years ago.
• This discovery led to the formation of a collaborative effort by NPS, TPWD, 
SAZ, and Zara Environmental.
• Morphology and Cyt b sequence validated conspecificity with Coahuila 
specimens (1% divergent).
Amistad National Recreation Area Project
OBJECTIVES 
• Inventory biological communities in caves that represent potential habitat 
for the Mexican blindcat and other rare species 
• Collect cave fauna specimens, as necessary, and accession the specimens 
according to NPS museum standards 
• Produce final report of location of species of conservation concern, species 
lists, and biological community characterizations of each cave surveyed 
• Collect specimens from Mexican populations of Mexican blindcat and 
establish a captive population at the San Antonio Zoo 
• Begin a status update of the Mexican blindcat population in its core range 
in Coahuila, Mexico 
Prietella Husbandry at SAZ
• Facility: Fish are housed in a climate-controlled 45-foot shipping container 
maintained at a constant 78°F (26°C). 
• Food-grade metal racks hold food-grade covered boxes.  Each box is filled 2/3 
with Edwards Aquifer water and has a dedicated sponge filter and rinsed 
limestone rocks.  
• 100-gallon cattle troughs are used to house larger specimens.
• Water is conditioned with carbon filters for a minimum of one week prior to use 
with aquatic animals.
• Standard water testing (Ammonia, Nitrite, Nitrate, pH, hardness) is performed bi-
weekly and ~10% water changes are conducted on a weekly basis.
• Food is offered once per week from the following list of items: frozen brine 
shrimp, frozen bloodworms, frozen Mysis shrimp, frozen glassworms, frozen 
Gammarus, frozen Cyclops, frozen tubifex worms, and Hikari Microwafers ®.

Exploring the distribution of groundwater 
salamanders and catfish with environmental DNA
• Goal is to gather data on salamander (Eurycea) and blindcat 
distribution through environmental DNA detection in groundwater, 
while fine-tuning the technique for other groundwater organisms.
• Target fish species include Prietella phreatophila, Satan eurystomus, 
and Trogloglanis pattersoni.
• A key component of this effort will be sampling water wells.
Future Directions
• Amistad Survey Project and SAZ captive husbandry effort are underway.
• Informal survey efforts in Northern Coahuila are ongoing.
• Contex proposal includes collaborators from the University of Texas at 
Austin, Comisión Nacional de Áreas Naturales Protegidas and the Centro de 
Investigaciones Biológicas del Noroeste. (fingers crossed)
• Goals of proposed effort are to expand fieldwork in Mexico, hydrogeologic 
studies, and surveys using environmental DNA.
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